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Abstract 
Stress in schools has become an increasing problem within the United States. Adolescents 
struggle with high rates and high levels of anxiety due to many pressures surrounding them, 
especially expectations from school. Due to their growing brains, stress and anxiety during this 
time can affect future functioning. It is crucial that teens learn ways to manage stress levels now, 
so they can develop healthy coping skills that can continue into adulthood. There has been plenty 
of research on art therapy and its benefits for mental health in this population. This study 
investigates the effects of abstract art on stress in adolescents attending high school in an affluent 
neighborhood. By using watercolors on yupo paper (a synthetic, nonporous paper), students were 
led away from the cognitive/symbolic level of the expressive therapies continuum (ETC), and 
brought into the perceptual/affective and kinesthetic/sensory levels. Results showed that 
throughout this process some directives were more stressful, while some were stress relieving. 
Many students found this process enjoyable, relaxing, and experienced a shift in stress levels. 
Other students did not experience this same shift. More research is needed to learn about the 
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Introduction 
  Growing up in an affluent neighborhood in the suburbs of New York City, I experienced 
a lot of stress and anxiety surrounding academics, outside pressures to succeed, and internal 
pressures to be the best and smartest. Students were often overloaded with advanced placement 
courses, homework, sports, and various extracurricular activities, in order to get admitted into the 
top colleges in the country. Kids were on track to become doctors and lawyers by the 11th grade. 
Fast forward to now, I am interning in a very similar community, a high school in an affluent 
neighborhood in the suburbs of Boston. I am witnessing a reflection of my own experiences.  
  School anxiety has been found to be a large issue faced by teachers and school 
counselors, with the number of anxious children on the rise each year (Kostyunina, Drozdikova-
Zaripova, 2016). Stress has become normalized in our culture. This is very problematic for 
mental health, especially for children and adolescents. With their brains still developing, 
prolonged exposure to stress can affect future functioning into adulthood (Lindsey, Robertson, & 
Lindsey, 2018). It is crucial to help students find a way to lower and/or tolerate stressful 
experiences as they come, in order to help them develop healthy coping mechanisms into 
adulthood.  
  Art therapy is a successful method for mental health counseling for school aged children 
and adolescents. Art therapy allows a safe way to express strong emotions (Björling, Stevens, & 
Singh, 2019). Adolescents often feel vulnerable, embarrassed, and/or judged by their mental 
health status. This makes art therapy especially helpful as they can work through issues without 
spoken word. Art making allows student to take a look inside themselves in order to identify 
strengths and weaknesses, by creating visual images of their emotions and mental states 
(Chambala, 2008). There has been much research on the success of art therapy for stress 
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reduction, though there is limited research on using abstract/process-art nor of the expressive 
therapies continuum (ETC) in order to help adolescents navigate stress reduction and stress 
tolerance.  
  In this paper, I will investigate the effects of abstract art on stress in students attending 
high school in an affluent neighborhood. I will focus on an abstract method of art, using a wet-
on-wet watercolor technique on yupo paper. Yupo is a synthetic paper which does not absorb 
liquid, allowing watercolor paint to sit upon it and move around very easily. This will help 
students move from the cognitive/symbolic level of the expressive therapies continuum into the 
perceptual/affective and kinetic/sensory levels. I anticipate that working with this fluid art 
material will lead to decreased stress and anxiety. The lack of control of this medium may also 
help students learn to tolerate stress as it occurs. School stress is a huge issue for these 
adolescents, yet it will not soon disappear. With college and careers as a likely next step, stress 
will continue throughout their lifetimes. I intend to contribute to the clinical practice of 
expressive therapies by learning about how fluid/abstract art can affect stress in adolescents to 
help alleviate this growing issue. With adolescents’ brains still growing and maturing, stress and 
anxiety can lead to lifelong clinical, medical and developmental issues. It is crucial to find 
methods to help students cope with large amounts of stress to decrease the negative effects it has 
on their education, socialization, and functioning. I hope to contribute an intervention that will 
help adolescents cope with stress and anxiety. 
Literature Review 
Adolescents and Stress in Schools  
 Adolescents are adjusting from puberty into adulthood. In this transitional stage, 
teenagers are growing and developing socially, emotionally, cognitively, and physically (Kim, 
Kim, & Ki, 2014). At this stage, adolescents are beginning to form their understandings of both 
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themselves and their world (Yoo, 2019). Teens are often feeling stressed due to school and future 
occupations, parents’ and teachers’ excessive pressures and expectations, and a misalignment of 
their reality and their ideal world (Kim et al., 2014). This age group is particularly susceptible to 
developing depression or anxiety disorders (Kim et al., 2014). Anxiety can be understood as the 
experience of emotional discomfort associated with the expectation of trouble or danger 
(Kostyunia & Drozdikova-Zaripova, 2016). “This brain response is a basic emotion already 
present in infancy and childhood. Anxiety is not typically pathological as it is adaptive in many 
scenarios when it facilitates avoidance of danger. Pathological anxiety at any age can be 
characterized by persisting or extensive distress or anxiety and avoidance associated with 
subjective distress or impairment” (Beesdo, Knapp, & Pine, 2009, p.1-2). Teens experience more 
stress than any other age group, with 27% of teens reporting high levels of daily stress, and 83% 
reporting that school is a major contributor of stress, many without the hope of this stress 
decreasing (Björling, Stevens, & Singh, 2019). While low levels of stress may be beneficial, high 
levels of stress without effective coping skills can lead to emotional and physical disorders, as 
well as a decrease in learning and achievement. During adolescence, stress can affect the 
development of the brain and the brain’s functioning into adulthood. Poor coping skills and 
prolonged exposure to stress add to the negative impacts on the mental, physical, and social well-
being of students (Lindsey, Robertson, & Lindsey, 2018). This can lead to emotional disorders, 
uncertainty, timidity, and minimal self-actualization. Anxiety can also lead to difficulties in 
communication, learning difficulties, hindrance of creativity and original thought, and other 
signs of maladaptation (Kostyunia, Drozdikova-Zaripova, 2016).  
 Stress has become normalized in our society, with the United States becoming entrenched 
in high levels of anxiety with no effective coping skills (Lindsey et al., 2018). Anxiety disorders 
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are the most common mental health disorder in the US with 18.1% of adults suffering from one 
of six anxiety disorders (Sandmire, Gorham, Rankin, & Grimm, 2012). Many young adults 
struggle with anxiety surrounding themselves, their relationships, and their futures. For school-
aged kids, this anxiety also includes academic performance (Sandmire et al., 2012). School 
anxiety in particular has been on the rise and has become one of the top issues that teachers and 
school counselors are dealing with (Kostyunia & Drozdikova-Zaripova, 2016). School anxiety 
can be defined as a specific type of anxiety which occurs when a student interacts with the 
various aspects of the school system and environment, including: (a) general anxiety occurring at 
school, (b) social stress, (c) frustrations around the need for success, (d) fear of self-expression, 
(e) fear of testing and examinations, (f) fear of failing to meet others expectations, (g) resistance 
to stress, and (h) anxiety around relationships with peers or teachers (Kostyunia & Drozdikova-
Zaripova, 2016).  
Stress in Affluent Neighborhoods  
Stress in schools has become a growing issue, especially in female adolescents attending 
schools in affluent neighborhoods. Pressures experienced by young girls from affluent and high 
achieving backgrounds struggle from the associated levels of stress causing emotional distress.  
In 2016, Spencer, Walsh, Liang, Mousseau, and Lund examined affluent adolescent girls and 
their perceptions of stress. By comparing girls in affluent communities with girls nationwide, 
they found that stress, anxiety, and depression levels are much higher, likely due to high levels of 
pressure to succeed, competition and social comparison (Spencer, Walsh, Liang, Desilva, 
Mousseau, & Lund, 2016). High school girls from affluent schools were interviewed with 
questions based around: (a) perceptions of stress, (b) expectations for achievement, (c) hopes for 
the future, (d) sense of purpose, and (e) nature and quality of supportive relationships (Spencer et 
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al., 2016). Signs of difficulty with depression, anxiety, and somatic symptoms seem to appear 
around 7th grade and continue throughout high school, and sometimes into college and beyond 
(Spencer et.al, 2016). All of the girls discussed significant levels of stress caused by high 
pressures to perform at schools, while also accepting this stress as just the way things were.  In 
2019, Villeneuve, Conner, Selby, and Pope studied “pressure cooker schools,” a term reflecting 
the high academic pressure put on the students. The principle at this school was quoted: “We 
determined that 75% of our students feel unhealthy levels of stress and anxiety.  We are 
interested in finding successful strategies to help our school, parents and community address 
these issues” (Villeneuve et al., 2019, p.16). In this study, it was found that 39% of high school 
students missed school for health or emotional problems within the past month, 70% reported 
feelings of exhaustion, and 66-88% of students were often or always stressed by school.  
 The adolescents tended to have high personal goals for achievement, though in reality 
these goals may be reflections of an effort to gain approval from parents and teachers. Adults 
have become more interested in helping teens get ahead in the job market, rather than placing 
importance on finding meaning and joy in life. Adopting others expectations may be helpful in 
the short term, but in the long term can lead to feelings of diminished energy, self-worth, and 
increased stress and distress (Spencer et al., 2016).  Pressure to succeed in school can also be put 
upon adolescents by their peers.  While peer support is immensely important during adolescence, 
comparing oneself to their peers also increase at this developmental stage. This can be further 
exacerbated in affluent communities due to the culture of high competition and social 
comparison (Spencer et al., 2016). This pervasive stress has become so common in the school 
culture within affluent communities, that adolescent girls believed if they were not showing signs 
of high levels of stress it meant they were not working hard enough. One teacher observed the 
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phenomenon of “being good enough isn’t enough” (Spencer et al., 2016, p. 15). In a different 
study, one student stated “our grades are what make up our future, and if you don’t get good 
grades you won’t get into a good college and you won’t get a good job, and you will live a 
miserable life (Villeneuve, Conner, Selby, & Pope, 2019, p.18). This is a narrow definition of 
success, but is the definition of success across many ‘pressure cooker schools,’ leading to higher 
levels of stress to fit into these guidelines (Villeneuve et al., 2019). Though stress is a common 
topic of conversation and a measure of ‘hard work’, the repercussions of stress are not often 
discussed.  
Art Therapy  
   All human cultures have engaged with art since the beginning of history. Both the act of 
making art and viewing art can grab our attention, evoke emotions, provoke thought, and provide 
insight into the human condition (Eberhart, Atkins, & Knill, 2014). Art has the power to: (a) kick 
start cognitive processes, (b) bypass personality defenses, (c) make aspects of the unconscious 
conscious, (d) provide a lot of information in a safe way, and (e) open up different perspectives 
(Eberhart, 2014).  
            Art therapy is a mental health profession based on the idea that the creative process of art 
making facilitates growth and healing by utilizing a nonverbal form of communication to express 
thoughts and feelings (Malchiodi, 2012). “Art therapy supports the belief that all individuals 
have the capacity to express themselves creatively and that the product is less important than the 
therapeutic process involved” (Malchiodi, 2012, p.1).  
            Given the perception that art making offers a safe outlet for strong emotions, art therapy 
is especially appropriate for teens (Björling, Stevens & Singh, 2019). Because art therapy does 
not rely on words alone, it has the potential to break through walls of resistance that have 
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prevented youth from getting the help they need (Lindsey, et al., 2018). Art making can be seen 
as a primary mode of inquiry as it combines cognitive imagination with embodied experience 
(Eberhart et al., 2014). It provides a chance to: (a) practice risk taking, (b) deal with mistakes, (c) 
learn new skills, (d) use imagination, (e) look at problems from new perspectives, (f) practice 
emotional regulation, and (g) develop a sense of tolerance towards anxiety experienced within 
the process (Safaria & Yunita, 2014).  
Art Therapy and Stress/Anxiety Management  
            Art therapy has many benefits, including the positive effects art making can have on 
mood. Creating art inherently provides an individual with choice, freedom, and power, which are 
agencies that are often lacking in mental health settings (Curl, 2008). These agencies are also 
often lacking in the school systems for students. Both mental and guided imagery has been used 
to help clients reorganize their thoughts or shift their focus in order to help lessen the effects of 
stress (Curl, 2008). To test this, Curl created two art groups made up of twenty individuals aged 
17-27. One group created art while focusing on a positive event, while the other created art while 
focusing on a negative event. It was found that the participants creating art while focusing on a 
positive event had a greater level of short-term stress reduction (2008).   
            Art therapy has been found to be very effective in relieving and managing stress and 
anxiety. By making visible depictions of their internal processes and emotions, clients can 
identify their strengths and weaknesses, as well as gain a clearer picture of their development and 
life changes that can be made (Chambala, 2008). This self-actualization and self-disclosure that 
takes place within art therapy are very helpful for anxiety disorders. Using form, color, shape, 
and design for communication is often less intimidating and anxiety provoking than telling 
stories. This also allows the invisible anxiety feelings, that are very challenging to describe, to be 
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seen (Chambala, 2008). Kostyunina and Drozdikova-Zaripova (2016) researched the correction 
of adolescent school anxiety by using mandala art therapy. Mandalas are used to create art in a 
contained space, leading to greater self-expression and personal fulfillment. Mandala art can also 
help increase self-esteem, teach adolescents to manage themselves in critical situations, and 
relieve muscle tension. After using mandalas, the researchers found decreased levels of high 
anxiety among the participants (Kostyunina & Drozdikova-Zaripova, 2016). The researchers 
suggested that in order to carry out school anxiety correction, one should utilize: (a) physical 
activities such as art, (b) social activities such as questions and discussions, and (c) cognitive 
activities such as imagination and creativity (Kostyunina & Drozdikova-Zaripova, 2016).  
            In 2018, a study conducted by Lindsey, Robertson, and Lindsey, utilized six 8th grade 
students who struggled managing stress. The adolescents took part in a mindfulness-based art 
therapy group in order to create masks and puppets. It was found that this process aided the 
students with working through stress, anxiety, and depression, as well as gaining greater self-
awareness and control in managing stressful situations (Lindsey, Robertson, & Lindsey, 2018). 
In a similar study, a group of teenagers were presented with breath meditation and group art, a 
group with just art, and a control group with neither activity (Kim, Kim & Ki, 2014). The 
purpose of the breath meditation was to increase the subjective well-being of the teenagers, and 
the art making was presented to help reduce fear and stress, by means of the psychological 
effects art can have on transforming stress feelings into relaxing feelings (Kim et al., 2014). It 
was found that the first two groups scored significantly higher after the study than the control 
group, with the group with both art and breath meditation scoring the highest (Kim et al., 2014).  
            Björling, Stevens, & Singh (2019) conducted a pilot program of an arts-based 
mindfulness intervention for adolescent girls who suffer with headaches. Girls at this age are 
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very susceptible to both headaches and stress, with headaches likely being a negative impact 
from the stress itself.  Eight adolescent girls, aged 14-17, participated. There were six 50-minute 
sessions led by an art therapist at school, each with a brief body map or group drawing to start, a 
15-minute psychoeducation module, a 20-minute mindful art making session, and a 5-minute 
closing. They were able to choose from a range of activities in order to provide agency and 
choice in the process. Many drawings that were made after mindfulness showed a sense of flow, 
continuity, and abstraction (Björling, et al., 2019). After the pilot, the girls reported less 
headaches. The students stated that they had learned techniques to calm down, and they felt a 
reduction in stress overall. In this study, school-based mindfulness and art therapy techniques 
were successful and tolerated by the students (Björling, et al., 2019).  
            Art therapy has been found to be a preventative measure for anxiety as well (Safaria & 
Yunita, 2014). Interventions can be used to reduce anxiety before a stressful event, such as a test 
or presentation, and helps create a balanced sense of self during these situations (Aaron, 
Rinehart, & Ceballos, 2011). Teaching students how to prevent anxiety before it gets extreme 
could be very helpful in the anxiety crisis seen at schools.  
Expressive Therapies Continuum  
            The expressive therapies continuum (ETC) provides a systematic, theoretical framework 
for the expressive arts therapies, which incorporates neuroscience and psychotherapeutic 
approaches to art making and visual processing (Lusebrink, Martinsone, & Dzilna-Silova, 2013).  
It is based on criteria which includes the use of media as a means of expression and 
communication, the multileveled meaning presented in visual arts, and the therapeutic effects of 
the creative process, as well as the different levels of processing involved in visual expression 
(Lusebrink, 2010). It helps explain and classify experiences and therapeutic effects of different 
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art media (Hinz, 2009). The ETC is organized in four levels. Each level is categorized in a 
developmental sequence, moving from simple kinesthetic experiences towards complex 
symbolic images (Hinz, 2009). Each level of the ETC is laid out as a continuum between two 
poles. The extreme side of each pole can be seen as psychopathological variations in visual 
expression, while the area in the middle is an integration of both poles which leads to a creative 
transition (Lusebrink, 2010). 
 The first level of the ETC is the kinesthetic/sensory level, which falls in the preverbal 
stage of development (Hinz, 2009). The kinesthetic pole focuses on action. It represents motor 
expressions with art media and visual manifestations of energy (Lusebrink et al., 2013). The 
sensory pole focuses on the feeling experiences, such as exploration of materials, surfaces, and 
textures (Lusebrink et al., 2013). When the emphasis is on kinesthetic activity, awareness of the 
sensory component decreases, while emphasis on the sensory slows down kinesthetic action.  
The creative transition on this level encompasses kinesthetic expression integrated with the 
sensory awareness of the involved materials and with movements which are needed for art 
making (Lusebrink et al.,2013). While this level falls under the lowest developmental stage, it is 
still important for all ages to have access to it, as this input forms the base of many life 
experiences, helps with understanding of emotions, and leads to the development of memories 
(Hinz, 2009).  
            The second level of the ETC is the perceptual/affective level, which works in the 
schematic stage of graphic development (Hinz, 2009). The perceptual pole focuses on forms and 
their differentiations, as well as perspective taking and others points of views. Perceptual visual 
expression processing is characterized by figure and ground differentiation, with forms being 
defined by lines and color (Lusebrink, 2010). The affective pole focuses on emotional 
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expression, memory functioning, motivating behaviors and affective modification of forms 
shown by the use of a variation of color. The creative transition at this level encompasses 
differentiated gestalts and aesthetical ordering of forms and color expression (Lusebrink, 2010).   
            The third level is the cognitive/symbolic level, which works in the developmental stage 
of formal operational thought (Hinz, 2009). The cognitive pole emphasizes integration of forms 
and lines leading to concept formation, categorization, problem solving, spatial differentiation, 
and integration. It can include words, objective imagery, and abstractions (Lusebrink, 2010).  
The symbolic pole emphasizes symbolic expressions. It emphasizes global processing, 
autobiographic processing, and symbolic expressions through use of color and imagery 
(Lusebrink, 2010). The creative transition at this level leads to intuitive problem solving, images 
of self-discovery, and spiritual insight (Lusebrink, 2010).  
            Lastly, there is the creative level, which can occur at any level of the ETC, or with an 
integration of all of the levels (Hinz, 2009). It can function with all components in one process or 
in a series of processes. The creative level refers to a synthesizing and self-actualizing tenancy of 
an individual.  
 The different levels of the expressive therapies continuum (ETC) are all separate, yet 
interconnected. While several levels of the ETC can be involved in any artistic expression, 
generally one level is predominant at a time. The ETC can be used to enhance client strengths on 
different levels (Lusebrink et al., 2013). Different art materials can suggest or lead to different 
levels of the ETC, as the materials have properties such as color, size, form, and structure, which 
may innately lead to specific poles or levels (Lusebrink et al., 2013). The left-hand components 
(kinesthetic, perceptual, cognitive) can be enhanced through the use of restrictive materials, 
while the right-hand components (sensory, affective, symbolic) can be enhanced through fluid 
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materials. Media choices can enhance the chance of leading clients into ETC levels, and possibly 
effect how the brain is processing information (Lusebrink, 2010). The left and right side of the 
ETC can correspond with brain hemispheres in functioning and information processing. The left-
hand components can correspond with organized, sequential, linear, verbal, and logical thought, 
while the right side can correspond with emotional, conceptual, informational processes, and 
spiritual connections (Hinz, 2009). In therapy, difficulties can arise if an individual presents a 
strong preference to one level or pole to process information (Hinz, 2009). Using the ETC, the 
therapist can guide a client through different interventions to help them effectively use any 
component, reducing overdependence or rigidity on a particular one. This can help improve 
social and occupational functioning, as it increases the clients’ ability to be flexible in 
information processing and decision making (Hinz, 2009).  
Process Art  
            In the expressive therapies field, both the process and the product of the art making 
experience is significant. For the purpose of this research project, the focus will be on the process 
of art making. Letting go and focusing on what is happening during the art making process can 
be very challenging, as we often judge ourselves and our art products. Allowing oneself to trust 
whatever arises in that work can be a difficult, yet exciting and inspiring way to work (Eberhart 
et al., 2014). The art making experience itself can offer insight and awareness, becoming a tool 
to use for positive change. Art making can be seen as an improvisation, influenced by 
experiences, memories, fantasies, and other aspects of one’s life. The art can both lead and be led 
by the artist (Eberhart et al., 2014). Allowing the focus to be on the process of the art as opposed 
to the product can help a client let go of expectations, and open the door to surprises.  
            Surprises are not often mentioned in counseling literature, yet surprises often play a 
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crucial role in the work (Eberhart et al., 2014). Surprises in the process open up avenues for new 
perspectives and potentially opportunities for new solutions. Focusing on the process of art 
making allows the opportunity to step away from the cognitive realm where planning and 
outcome are a such a large aspect of the work. Working in a process focused way helps one be 
present and aware in the moment, be open to interacting with the materials, and lets one shape 
and respond to surprises that may emerge in the artwork (Eberhart et al., 2014).  
Yupo Paper 
            Yupo paper is a unique material that will be utilized in this research. It is a synthetic, 
non-porous, acid free, pH neutral, and water-resistant paper (Kent, 2018). The surface is super 
smooth and the paper is strong, allowing for effects that would not be possible with traditional 
watercolor paper (Kent, 2018). Because of this, very interesting and unusual textures, patterns 
and effects take place when using watercolors. It can be very fluid and experimental, yet difficult 
to control this medium. This lack of control can encourage playfulness and process-based art 
making. While an artist can use many different mediums with yupo paper that range from 
controlled to fluid, the researcher will utilize watercolors in order to have a wet-on-wet art 
experience that is much more fluid than the students typically use. This will allow students to 
access the perceptual/affective and kinesthetic/sensory levels of the ETC.          
                                                             Methods 
Rationalization 
 For this thesis, I have chosen to focus on stress and anxiety among high school students. 
Stress and anxiety have been an increasing issue in the mental health field across many ages and 
populations. Adolescents have been found to have significant levels of stress, especially in 
students attending high school in affluent neighborhoods. As an artist, I have found abstract art 
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to be very therapeutic, relaxing, and stress reducing. After growing up in a similar neighborhood 
to the one where I interned, I have seen a significant amount of stress and anxiety around school, 
career, and social expectations. I wanted to utilize a material and process I have loved in my own 
art making to investigate the effects of abstract art on this population.  
Population 
            Before starting my investigation, I planned to work with three high school students whom 
I had been meeting with on a weekly basis as their art therapy intern. Our rapport had been 
previously built, which I found to be important in order to jump into deeper work quicker than if 
our relationship was brand new. I planned to meet each individual for three sessions for art 
making with watercolor on yupo paper. Due to many logistical factors, such as multiple absences 
and scheduling conflicts, I decided to change my approach and work within a group setting. Each 
day I co-ran a therapeutic homeroom with other art therapy interns. With the daily consistency of 
this group, it made sense to use my method in this setting. Rapport had already been established, 
as this group had met each school day for the previous four months. This homeroom consisted of 
three girls, two juniors and one sophomore. After running five days of this group, I was inspired 
to continue this investigation with individuals. Rather than my original thought of three 
individuals for three sessions each, I chose to work with three individuals, each for one session. 
All of these individuals were selected for this investigation due to their symptoms of stress and 
anxiety, and the fact that rapport had been built through working together in weekly counseling 
sessions for the previous four months.  
Materials and Setup  
  This process required the following materials: (a) yupo paper, (b) liquid watercolor, (c) 
paint pallets, (d) paintbrushes in a variety of sizes, (e) a cup, (f) water, (g) a spray bottle, (h) clear 
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liquid dish soap, (i) first aid alcohol spray, (j) trays lined with cardboard, (k) paper towels, and 
(l) clear fixative spray.  
  Set up for all of the sessions were the same. The group began with a verbal check-in 
about how their days were going and how they currently felt. Each individual was given a tray 
with a piece of cardboard lining the inside. This process can be messy, so the tray and cardboard 
are used to contain wet watercolor from creating a huge mess on the table. The students were 
instructed to use spray bottles filled with water to lightly mist the cardboard. A piece of yupo 
paper was then placed on top of the wet cardboard. Spraying the cardboard first is not required, 
though it helps keep the yupo paper stay in place and prevents sliding. Next, students were 
instructed to put pea-sized drops of watercolor paint into their pallets. A few drops of water were 
added to each color, and the students were instructed to stir their now diluted paints together. 
After all the sessions, the products took overnight to dry, and then were sprayed with a clear 
fixative to preserve the results.  
Process 
Group: Day One  
  On the first day of the group all three girls were in attendance, as were two additional art 
therapy interns. All the students participated and one additional intern participated. The group 
spanned thirty minutes. We began with a verbal check in about how each member’s days have 
been and how they are currently feeling, taking about five minutes. After this, I explained what 
we would be doing this week, and showed an example of what watercolor on yupo paper may 
look like (see Figure 1). I explained that for the first day of this method we would be learning 
how to use the materials and experimenting on our own.  I gave step by step instructions of how 
to use this material, by first showing the students each step, then having them each complete it 
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before moving on to the next instruction. First, I instructed the students to lightly mist their yupo 
paper with water. Next, they chose two or three colors. As the colors can easy blend quickly and 
get ‘muddy’, it is best to offer a minimal amount of colors to pick from until the students get 
comfortable with the process. The next step was to cover the entire sheet of yupo paper in color 
using any sized paintbrush, and the paint could be applied anyway they would like. After this, 
the students applied drops of soap and spritzes of antiseptic alcohol spray. These materials create 
effects, as the soap and alcohol react with the watercolors. Once the students understand the 
process, they were told to experiment with more paint and materials for effects. When there were 
five minutes left of the group, I asked the students to find a good stopping place and begin 
cleaning up. We then had a brief conversation about how this process felt.  
 
Figure 1. Example Piece for Group  
 
Group: Day Two 
 
  On the second day of group, the original three girls attended. Due to a teacher’s absence, 
another three senior girls joined the group. There were no additional interns. We began this 
group with a quick verbal check-in about how they were feeling upon entering the room. The 
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girls all received a half size of yupo paper, as we only had 10 minutes of art making time due to 
the daily scheduled homeroom time. The girls from the previous group were instructed to ‘free 
paint’ using the method from the previous day. The new girls received step by step instructions. 
After all the girls were caught up, I showed the students how to make a contact print (see Figure 
2). This consisted of the same steps from day one, and then pressing another sheet of yupo on top 
of this, and then peeling them apart. This resulted in two images made from the original.  
 
Figure 2. Contact Print Example 
 
Group: Day Three 
  The three girls from the first group attended the third session, along with three additional 
interns. This session also ran for about 10 minutes. The directive centered around the blending of 
emotions (see Figure 3).  Everyone was instructed to pick two colors: one which represented an 
emotion they currently felt, and one emotion they wanted to feel later in the day. First they were 
asked to lightly mist the paper. Next, they were instructed to paint half their yupo paper in one 
color, half in the other. They then used the soap and alcohol spray to create effects, until they 
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were satisfied with their art. At the end of the group, we had a short group discussion 
surrounding this process.  
 
Figure 3. Two Emotions as Colors Example 
 
Group: Day Four  
The fourth day of group two students joined. One of the girls was out sick. The three-
additional interns were all in session. This group lasted thirty minutes. This group was instructed 
to paint any image on their yupo paper. After creating their image, they were instructed to now 
spray the entire painting with water. They could then use the soap and alcohol spray to create 
effects. This process ‘disintegrated’ their original images (see Figure 4). The girls were then 
allowed to ‘free paint’ on this image. We had a five-minute discussion surrounding this directive.  
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                 .  
Figure 4. Image First then Water Example 
 
Group: Day Five  
  Lastly, the fifth group contained three students and no additional interns. The group 
lasted 10 minutes.  As a group, we decided instead of creating more paintings, it would be nice to 
look over all the art made throughout the week. The girls had conversations surrounding their 
favorite prompts, and the overall process. They were then offered to take their art home.  
Individual Sessions  
  After finishing all five sessions with the group, I was inspired to continue this research 
and see how it may work with individuals at this site. Each individual session was setup in the 
same format. I worked with three individuals each for one session. Before starting the artmaking, 
we had a verbal check-in about their days and current mental status. Their painting instructions 
mirrored the first day of group. After painting and clean up, I had a second verbal check-in with 
each individual to discuss if they are feeling different than from the beginning of the session.  
Documentation 
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  In order to collect and record information, I took extensive notes on each session. I wrote 
about what each student created, what their process and final products look like. I also noted 
moments that felt important within conversations. This helped me organize what had happened 
in the sessions, and to notice themes that appeared.  
  During each session, I chose to join the students in following my prompts. This helped 
me further embody how the students may have be feeling in the moment. These examples are 
noted in the process section above to illustrate each directive. I also created artwork after most 
sessions to process how the investigation was moving along.   
 Results 
Group: Day One  
  The first day of group was a thirty-minute session, and consisted of two junior girls 
(Student A and Student B), one sophomore girl (Student C), myself, and two additional interns. 
All the students, and one of the other interns participated, while the other intern did not. While 
interns participated in the activity, I only focused on the students’ experiences. When the 
students first entered the art room, we began with a verbal check in. I asked the students how 
they were feeling so far today. Student A mentioned she was very upset because she hurt her leg 
while playing sports and this was affecting her a lot. Student B discussed how she had an 
individualized educational plan (IEP) meeting that afternoon, but felt fine about it, as she 
enjoyed listening to people complimenting her. She then began talking about a dream she had 
and got off topic. I had to prompt Student B to focus in and listen to the other students for their 
check in. Student C was extremely tired and had her head down on the table. She talked about 
how much she hated gym class and did not want to be at school at all. After this five-minute 
check-in, I explained to the group that we would be working with watercolor and yupo paper 
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over the course of the week. I handed out the materials one by one. I had the girls pass the 
materials around the table and collect what they needed. Each student shared a paint pallet with 
one other person. The soap, water bottles, paint brushes, and alcohol spray were in the center of 
the table, for all students to share. This first session was an instructional session, so that the 
students could become comfortable with this new material. I gave step-by-step directions, while 
showing an example of each step.  
Student A  
  Student A chose pink, blue, and white. She began by using large sweeping brush marks 
with the pink paint. She noticed her finger prints were left behind on the paper, as she used oil 
pastels earlier in the day. She found her prints on the page very interesting and discussed this 
many times. She then took a sponge brush and added blue paint to the corners, forming four 
triangles that met in the middle. Student A used limited water on her paper. When she finished 
covering her paper with paint, she chose to use the alcohol spray. This made the pink paint turn 
much brighter, almost into a neon color. Student A was so excited about this effect. She showed 
all the peers in the group this effect. Her voice got louder and more enthusiastic.  
  After finishing this piece, Student A asked if she had time to make another. She decided 
to cut the paper in half since there was not much time left in the session. She experimented by 
spraying her paper with alcohol spray first, rather than spraying with water. She then added her 
paint, and once again sprayed with alcohol spray. She watched her paint colors change and move 
around the paper with excitement.  
  Upon asking Student A how this experience was, she stated “it was fun and cool.” I asked 
what it was like using a material that was difficult to control, and she replied “it was cool, getting 
out of control and out of your comfort zone is important. You just have to do it.” Student A 
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appeared more relaxed and happier at the end of the session.  
Student B 
  Student B began this session by working on a sculpture she was making out of an eraser. 
She needed a prompt to focus on the project that was being presented. Student B appeared 
frustrated by this, and stated that she was just about to switch tasks. She was then able to focus 
on the yupo paper for the rest of the session. She chose blue and red paint, and divided the page 
diagonally, using red paint on the top half, and blue on the bottom half. Each half had dots of the 
opposite color added. Student B used alcohol spray over the whole sheet. She then carefully 
dropped soap in small blobs all over the blue side, and in the blue dots that were on the red side. 
Student B worked fairly quietly throughout the session. When she finished her piece, she stated 
that it was called “the void” because it kind of looked like a void.  
  Student B did not want to create a second image when asked. Instead, she chose to work 
on a pen drawing, more typical of her usual style. Student B said that the project was fine and 
that she liked it, though did not seem enthusiastic about it.  
Student C 
  Student C chose pink, blue and green paint. She began by adding pink to the top left 
corner, and happily watched the color bleed across the paper in the water. She then added green 
and watched the colors swirl together. She then added blue, and decided that she wanted to 
incorporate yellow and orange. Student C continued to add more water, making the paints more 
fluid. She then sprayed the alcohol spray. Her body language got more excited, and she seemed 
much more awake than she had during check-in. She then added soap drops, more water, and 
more alcohol spray. She decided she was happy with how it looked, and immediately requested 
another sheet of paper.  
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  In the second painting, Student C began with a lot more water on her paper. She used 
pink, green, and blue. Again, Student C took time to watch the colors mix and swirl together. She 
added alcohol spray, and more water. After a few minutes of this, Student C stated she did not 
like her piece as it was turning brown. I suggested adding soap to see what may happen. She 
used a large amount of soap, and became excited when she noticed the soap made marks that 
reminded her of flowers. She continued adding ‘soap flowers’ all over.  
  Student C appeared pleased with her finished product. She remarked that this experience 
was really fun and she would like to do it again. She did not mind having a material that was 
difficult to control, and found it quite relaxing.  
Group: Day Two  
  The second day of group was a ten-minute session, and consisted of six students. The 
three additional students joined as their homeroom teacher was absent. As these additional 
students were only part of the project for one ten-minute session, I will not discuss their art 
making further. The girls entered the room, and wanted to begin art making right away. They 
were given half sheets of paper, as the time allotted made this size more optimal. They were 
instructed to experiment with the paint anyway they wanted. Student A challenged the other 
students to use colors they normally wouldn’t, and the other girls agreed to this. To add a new 
element to the process, I showed the girls how to make a contact print, by pressing another half 
sheet of yupo paper on top of another wet painted sheet.  
Student A 
  Student A came into the classroom very excited to start working with the yupo. She 
challenged the group to work with colors that are different from their normal color choices. She 
chose dark green, dark blue, and grey for her piece. She used large controlled brushstrokes of 
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color with less water, and then added one spritz of alcohol spray. Student A said she was done, 
and requested a second sheet.  
  On her second painting, Student A experimented by using much more water than she had 
previously. She used the same colors and watched closely as the colors bled into each other. She 
used alcohol spray and completed her piece.  
Student B 
  Student B entered the room and appeared very tired. She had an emotional day the 
previous day and this seemed to take a toll on her. She also appeared quite distracted. Taking on 
Student A’s challenge, Student B chose bright pink, yellow, and orange paints. She painted very 
quickly, using a lot of water and holding up her sheet to watch the colors drip and spread. After 
quickly finishing her first piece, Student B decided she was done for the day and zoned out for 
the rest of the session.  
Student C 
  Student C stated during her check-in that she was doing good today. She quickly got 
started on her painting. She decided she would add black to her painting, a color she doesn’t 
typically use, but also wanted to keep her favorite color, pink, as a major part of her art. She used 
a lot of water and alcohol spray on this piece. She mentioned she did not like this piece since she 
doesn’t like to use black.  
  Student C opted to make a second piece using a dark pink, purple, and green. She utilized 
a lot of water, alcohol spray, and soap. After seeing Student B hold her piece up to drip, she tried 
it, too. Student C was very fascinated by watching the paint move on its own, and tried turning 
her page in different directions to see what would happen.  
Group: Day Three 
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   The third day of group consisted of Student A, B, and C, and two additional interns. It 
was a ten-minute session. During check-in, all three students said they were feeling okay and 
didn’t have much to discuss. I explained that today we would be choosing two colors. One color 
would represent an emotion you are feeling right now, and the other would represent an emotion 
you would like to feel later in the day. With the shorter time block, it was decided to use half 
sheets of yupo paper. After each student finished their paintings, we had a brief discussion. They 
noticed they all chose happy as the emotion they wanted to feel later in the day, and how they all 
chose the same color to represent this, showing that they were on the same ‘wavelength’. We 
also held a discussion about how the colors/emotions interact with each other, and what this can 
mean for them outside of the art room.   
Student A 
  Student A chose blue as her first emotion, representing feeling tired. Yellow was picked 
to represent happy. She painted half her page in blue, the other half in yellow, and then 
proceeded to spray the sheet with alcohol spray. Once again, Student A was very invested in 
watching the effects occur as she added the spray and watched the paint move and react.  
Student B 
  Student B chose green to represent an ‘icky’ feeling, and yellow to represent happy. She 
painted three stripes of green, with two yellow stripes in between. She added soap to her piece 
and watched as it reacted with the colors and caused them to merge together.  
Student C 
  Student C picked pink for now and yellow for later. She stated that yellow represents 
happy, and pink is just her favorite color. I asked her to think what it could represent 
emotionally, and she stated it could mean calm. She put pink on two sides and yellow in the 
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middle. Student C was very disappointed when the bell rang and she had to stop painting for the 
day.  
Group: Day Four 
  The fourth day of group consisted of two students, as one girl was absent, and three other 
interns. This session was thirty minutes long. After a brief check-in, I explained that we would 
be doing something a little different today. Before spraying the paper with water as usual, the 
students were instructed to paint any image they wanted onto the dry paper. After completing 
their picture, they would then spray the painting with water, and can proceed as usual using soap 
and alcohol spray.  
Student A 
  Student A asked if she was allowed to use any colors she wanted and if she could copy a 
picture from her phone. I told her that both were allowed. She created a landscape with trees and 
a black house. She then sprayed it with alcohol spray and added drops of soap. Student A stated 
she did not like her piece after spraying it. I asked her how it felt spraying it and risking the 
original image. She mentioned that she did not like it much, and that it was very stressful giving 
up the control. I suggested adding more paint or experimenting more with alcohol spray and soap 
until she liked it better. I also offered her a second sheet to use to create a contact print (see day 
2). Student A liked the contact print better, but felt the colors looked too dreary. She discussed 
that they looked dreary because they were dark, and that blues and purples are kind of sad, but 
yellow is a happy color.  
Student C 
  Student C was very excited to start this project. She painted pink and purple flowers 
before spraying it with water and adding soap and alcohol spray. Student C discussed how she 
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loved this process and that it was really fun to see what would happen. She then asked for 
another sheet and attempted to make the perfect pink color. Student C got frustrated by this when 
her color wouldn’t turn out how she wanted it to. Student C decided to give this up, and added 
soap and alcohol spray. By the end of the session, she stated that she does really like it after all.  
Group: Day Five 
  The last day of group was attended by all three students. It was a ten-minute session. As a 
group, it was decided that we would spend the day discussing the process instead of creating new 
artwork. The students were given a pile of their week’s worth of art to go through and reflect 
upon. Questions surrounding each individual directive, and well as the process as a whole were 
discussed. The students discussed how they loved some of their art but didn’t love other pieces. 
They discussed as a group that they could cut up some of their least favorites and use them to 
make a collage together at another time.  
Student A 
  Student A discussed how she like some directives better, while some were more stressful. 
Specifically, she enjoyed the ‘free painting’ best, because she liked choosing colors she liked and 
doing whatever she wanted. The directive with painting an image first then allowing it to 
disintegrate was the most stressful, as she didn’t like the ambiguity and lack of control. Despite it 
being stressful, Student A was able to work through this and stay with the project. 
Student B 
  Student B briefly mentioned that all the projects were fine and that she didn’t have a 
preference. While Student B engaged in all the art making, she did not seem to feel strongly 
about the projects one way or the other. 
Student C 
ABSTRACT ART AND STUDENT STRESS 30 
  Student C stated that she loved every directive that was included during the week. She 
did not have a preference for any particular assignment. She said she found this process to be 
really fun and enjoyable.   
Group Interpretation 
  The group worked nicely together throughout the sessions. They shared all materials 
well, and were able to appropriately ask each other to pass supplies around. The group chatted 
casually about their days, but mostly conversation focused around the project itself and its visual 
effects. Overall, the individuals focused on their own art making.  
  For two students, I noticed large changes in their moods and presentations before and 
after this project. Student A came in on day one very upset about her hurt foot. After engaging in 
the artmaking, Student A was much more enthusiastic. Upon leaving the art room she appeared 
happy and relaxed. Similarly, Student C started the session in a bad mood. She had her head on 
the table and was not happy to be in school. By the end of the session she was having fun and 
appeared to be in better spirits. For Student B, this experience was not as relaxing. While she 
engaged fully throughout, this project was outside of typical art making experiences. She needed 
a prompt to begin. After she finished, she stated it was fine, but quickly reverted to her normal 
art making.  
  Using such a new material seemed to inspire some students to step outside of their 
comfort zones. On day two, Student A challenged the rest of the group to use colors they 
wouldn’t normally, and the other students happily took this challenge on. They were able to use 
unusual tools, such as the soap and alcohol spray, to engage in experimental art making. All 
three students appeared to be interested in the effects made in the paint, as they watched and 
played with the materials. This process also provided metaphorical conversations to arise about 
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emotions.  
  Lastly, the uncontrollable aspects of using this fluid method, allowed room for the 
students to practice distress tolerance. Creating a painting that was then sprayed with water and 
disintegrated caused some stress for Student A. Despite this, she was able to manage her 
emotions and keep working on her painting through the session. Student B was pushed to use a 
new material and step away from her typical style. While she didn’t love the assignment, she 
participated fully throughout the duration of the week.  
  Overall, using watercolor on yupo was helpful for Student A and Student C. They were 
inspired to take risks, discuss their emotions with the group, and tolerate the unknown effects 
that the tools had on the paints. Student B participated fully, though did not appear to feel any 
different before, during, or after the art making. She answered questions when asked, but did not 
seem to benefit as much as the other girls. Using watercolor on yupo can be a great intervention 
for some students, while it may not be the best choice for everyone. 
Art Response   
  In response to the week of creating on yupo paper, I created my own painting (see Figure 
5). I used all the colors that showed up in the students’ artwork to represent each students 
internal and external work they did. I used warmer colors on the left-hand side and cooler colors 
on the right. This expressed my own shift in emotions as the week continued. I noticed my own 
stress levels decrease by using this method. I added a lot of soap and alcohol spray. After each 
step, I slowed down and watched the paint move and react to these tools, embodying the way 
each student watched their own work change. I continued to add colors and effects in many 
layers. I found that the final piece expressed the shifting moods, emotions, and discussions held 
over the course of the week.  
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  Student D was a junior boy, who I have met with for weekly art therapy sessions 
throughout the year. He came late to our session, as he was overwhelmed with schoolwork and 
an upcoming exam. He wanted to skip the session completely, but agreed to join me for twenty 
minutes. Upon entering the art room, Student D mentioned how he is stressed about his test, as 
well as the approach of the end of the semester.  
  After this brief check-in, I explained to Student D what yupo paper is, and how we would 
be using watercolors on it. I showed him a quick step-by-step example of how to use the paint, 
soap, and alcohol spray. Student D became very excited to begin. He quickly chose his colors. 
While working, he often would stop to ask if he was doing the steps correctly. I assured him 
there was no right or wrong way, it is a big experiment. Student D was intrigued with this and 
watched the effects of the soap and alcohol spray, paying close attention to the paint moving 
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when he applied each tool. He continued to play with this, until his painting turned brown. While 
Student D said, he did not like the way the painting turned out, he really enjoyed making it and 
found it fun and relaxing.  
  When Student D finished painting, he felt more comfortable talking about his stressors. 
He discussed with me in more depth what he was worried about surrounding his test and the end 
of the semester. He was also open to learning some new coping skills. This was a big step for 
Student D, as he typically shuts down when asked questions about what is causing his stress. He 
will often just ‘yes’ me about coping skills, rather than engaging in conversations about them as 
well. Using watercolor on yupo seemed to allow Student D to relax and feel more comfortable 
talking about his current struggles.  
Student E 
  Student E was a junior girl, who I had recently started working with. She struggled with 
stress and anxiety surrounding school, leading to a lot of missed school and skipped classes. For 
this session, we worked together for thirty minutes.  
  During our check-in, Student E stated that she was feeling okay today and that she was 
ready to make art. I showed her how to use watercolor on yupo. She began by using blues and 
greens. Student E appeared very excited by these materials, and the effects made by using the 
tools supplied. She joked around easily while painting. Throughout the session, it felt that 
rapport was being established and built.  
  Student E stated that this process was awesome because she didn’t have to think about 
the outcome. She mentioned she usually only makes representational art, and was having fun 
experimenting with abstract art. She allowed herself to relax and play with color. Student E 
began to open up about her new mental health diagnosis and how she is beginning therapy both 
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in school and outside of school. She had been feeling overwhelmed by all this change in her life, 
as well as catching up on a lot of missed school work. As she relaxed through artmaking, Student 
E was able to share much more with me than she had previously.  
Student F 
  Student F was a freshman girl, who I had been working with weekly since the beginning 
of the school year. She joined me for a thirty-minute session. Upon entering the art room, 
Student F began talking about her stress surrounding her friendships. She mentioned she is 
probably overthinking all the ‘drama,’ but has been unable to let go of the thought that everyone 
is mad at her.  
  After showing Student F how to use the materials, she stated that she already was feeling 
better. Student F stated that having time to talk about her emotions is very helpful, and that the 
yupo process was very calming. She chose green, blue, yellow, and red. She enjoyed departing 
from her typical art of very controlled and planned lines. She liked that she didn’t have to think 
about what she was making, and could focus on discussing her feelings. Student F thought her 
painting looked like a disease and was laughing at this. Working on abstract art allowed her to 
create without too much stress and energy, and focus her attention on processing her emotions.  
Art Response 
  After working with three individuals with yupo and watercolor, I created a single art 
response (see Figure 6). I chose three colors, each representing one of the individuals. Each 
student had stress and anxiety surrounding different aspects of school, such as socialization, 
exams, and school attendance. This piece helped me process how each student used a fluid 
method to work through their current stressors.  
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Figure 6. Individual Meeting Response 
 
Discussion 
  Throughout a week-long group, three students worked on creating watercolor paintings 
on yupo paper. Each day a different prompt was given in order to work on different stress 
reducing or stress tolerance skills. All three students participated in the activities and were able 
to experiment, let go, and have thoughtful discussions with their peers. Two of the students 
expressed enjoyment of the process overall, and benefitted from stress reduction while creating. 
One of the students did not express a change in emotion throughout the duration of the group. 
For Student A, the open-ended prompts gave her more joy and stress reduction, while the prompt 
of painting first then spraying with water was stress inducing. With this, she was able to tolerate 
this discomfort and move ahead with her work. Student B did not have a preference towards any 
of the prompts, and felt ‘fine’ about them all. Student C loved all of the prompts and enjoyed the 
fluidness and process overall.  
       After working with the group, three individuals also participated in creating artwork with 
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watercolor and yupo. All three individuals found that this fluid process allowed them to relax and 
feel calmer after entering the room in anxious states. During and after painting, these three 
students seemed to open up verbally as well, and were able to share more about their personal 
struggles.  
Implications 
            Utilizing abstract art can be stress reducing for many students. Allowing students to take 
a break from the cognitive/symbolic realm and experiment with a fluid, process-based directive 
helps them navigate into the perceptual/affective and kinesthetic/sensory levels of the expressive 
therapies continuum (ETC). For most of the students who participated in this process, stress 
levels decreased in the moment. While some directives appeared stress-inducing, students were 
able to learn from this and tolerate the anxiety. This may not be the best method for all students, 
yet this investigation provides a new method and material for use in art therapy for adolescents in 
a school setting.  
Recommendations 
            While there is a large body of research on adolescents and stress, as well as the effects of 
art therapy on stress, more research is needed surrounding abstract art and stress. More research 
is also needed on process art vs. product art in adolescents, as well as on the uses of the ETC for 
students. This study showed the benefits of utilizing these three methods, though the sample size 
is too small to be conclusive.  
Limitations  
            This study faced many limitations. First, I have a bias towards creating abstract, fluid 
artworks. It should be noted that I use this technique for my own stress reduction. I am aware this 
may have influenced my interpretations of the effects it had on students. Second, the number of 
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students who participated were small, as were the length of sessions due to school scheduling. 
This limited the amount of data that was collected. Third, yupo paper and liquid watercolors are 
fairly expensive. This can make it difficult for schools or individual counselors to afford. It is 
important to be aware of the ability to access art materials due to social economic status.  
            Lastly, it is important to note that within the ETC, materials are shown to have many 
different outcomes for individuals. Materials that foster kinesthetic/sensory engagement, 
including watercolors, can potentially lead to regression (Hinz, 2009). This can be beneficial or 
harmful for a student depending on their therapeutic needs, where they are in the therapeutic 
process, the therapeutic rapport, and the therapist’s ability to hold a safe space for the student. It 
is crucial to understand the student’s needs before implementing this intervention.  
Concluding Remarks 
            Overall, working with students in the process of wet-on-wet watercolor on yupo paper 
seemed to be a success. Most of the students found the directives enjoyable and relaxing, with 
the exception of one student. The students were able to utilize this new process to decrease their 
current stress levels, as well as practice distress tolerance. Moving forward in my own clinical 
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